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To Robert Jordan

For his Heart,

For his Light,

Forever.
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FOREWORD

I first heard of Michael Livingston in 2008 when he was invited to speak at my late husband’s induction into the South Carolina Academy of Authors Literary Hall of Fame. About all I knew about him at that time was that he taught at The Citadel, Jim’s alma mater. Michael did such a fine job at that event that I invited him on the spot to speak at another upcoming event, where a permanent display of Jim’s memorabilia was being introduced at the Daniel Library at The Citadel. Speaking along with Brandon Sanderson and David Drake, Michael again delivered engaging and insightful remarks.

A couple of years later, Michael was invited to deliver a presentation on The Wheel of Time at a fan event. This was, of course, much more in-depth than his earlier appearances, and it was entirely engrossing. It was quite obvious that he had a great understanding of how Jim had put the series together and the countless sources that he wove into the story. And his rendition of Old English was absolutely wonderful; I wish there were a way to incorporate that into this volume. He delivered the same presentation multiple times, and even when it was scheduled at the earliest slot on the JordanCon schedule, he always had a full room, fully engaged.

Over the years, Michael became a friend, and while we were working on the final three books, Team Jordan consulted with Michael on working out the details of the Last Battle. He was a great help with that, and it was always a joy to discuss the details of The Wheel of Time with him. In thanks for all his assistance, we presented him with the ersatz saber-toothed tiger skull from Jim’s office—a saber-toothed tiger that was mentioned in his Wheel of Time presentation.

Last year, Michael asked how we felt about his writing a book regarding the myriad inspirations used by Jim in the series. We thought it sounded like a wonderful idea; he is a marvelous writer and has shown over the years just how much he knows about the subject. So we moved ahead, and by dint of new construction at The Citadel (where we had donated Jim’s desk), Michael ended up writing this book at the same desk where Jim had written The Wheel of Time, which we believe is fitting indeed. We hope that you enjoy this glimpse into the story behind the story.

—Harriet McDougal




A LETTER TO READERS
FROM THE AUTHOR

I’m a scholar, an investigator, a historian. I’m a man who weighs facts, examines evidence, and uncovers truth. I’m sensible. I’m responsible.

And I’m here to tell you that magic is real.

Let me prove it to you.
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I was fifteen when I pedaled my bike—a black Huffy with dirt tires—across a dusty Albuquerque prairie to reach my local bookshop. I had allowance and birthday money to spend, and a thirst that could only be quenched with a new book. I parked the bike, locked it up, and then perused the shelves for what seemed like hours. The store had these big comfy chairs, I remember—blue and welcoming—and whenever I found a potential new book I’d sit down with it and take the first chapter or two for a quick spin.

I was into fantasy back then—the kind of magic that a fifteen-year-old on a beaten-up bike wanted to believe in as he pedaled his way here and there under the hot sun, ever watchful for scorpions and snakes. The kind of magic that isn’t real, of course.

I found such a fantasy on the new release shelves. A big and fat one. The Eye of the World, by Robert Jordan. I picked it up. I liked the nifty cover it had on the outside and the cool map it had on the inside. I thought it had the hum of Tolkien.

So I sat down in one of those stuffed blue chairs and started to read.

In pages I was hooked. I spent every dime of the little coin I had and claimed my prize as my own. I tucked it into my backpack and pedaled home faster than I’d ever done before.

Not because of the snakes or the scorpions. Because of the magic.

That magic stayed with me long after I devoured that first book. Every year I saved up to buy the latest volume in The Wheel of Time as soon as I could. I became—I am—one of its many millions of fans.

I read the books on the bus to high school. I read them in college and in graduate school, where I earned a Ph.D. and became a specialist on the Middle Ages.

I became—I am—a serious academic. If I should read the chronicler Adam of Usk claiming there was a dragon haunting northern England six hundred years ago, I will find a natural phenomenon to explain it. Because despite my love of fantasy literature—from Homer to Beowulf and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, from Tolkien to Jordan and N. K. Jemisin—I know magic isn’t real.

And yet . . .

After I graduated, I was asked to interview for a professorship at The Citadel, the Military College of South Carolina. The only thing I really knew about the place came from a single notice on the back of every book of The Wheel of Time in my library: Robert Jordan was a graduate of The Citadel.

I interviewed. I got the job. I moved to Charleston, and every day I walked past the iconic white tower on our campus. Every day, more and more, I wondered if that meant something.

A coincidence, of course. Magic isn’t real.

And yet . . .

In the fall of 2006, I was talking to The Citadel’s other Big Name literary alumnus, Pat Conroy, about starting student writing awards to honor him and James O. Rigney, Jr.—the man the world knew as Robert Jordan. Pat suggested he could write Jim to help introduce me. Before I knew it I was exchanging emails with the man who’d given me The Wheel of Time.

I mentioned to Jim I was a fan. I told him at one point that I hoped to publish fiction myself one day, and that I planned to do it with Tor for no other reason than the fact that they’d given people like me his Wheel of Time. He said he looked forward to my success: “You have my best wishes on your rise (soon) to bestsellerdom,” he wrote me in early January 2007.

A few months later, he came to the first ceremony to bestow the student award named in his honor. He was already very ill, but he nevertheless cut a dashing figure with his lovely wife and legendary editor, Harriet, by his side. My script had me call out thanks to the English Department for their support. From the first row, Jim grumbled that he’d been an engineering graduate. It was awesome.

We shook hands. I thanked him for helping change my life. He was charming and kind and unforgettable.

The summer passed.

On September 16, I was making photocopies for my class on Norse mythology when I heard that he’d died.

For a moment it felt as if the magic in the world had died, too.

And yet . . .

Not long afterward, the chair of my department called me into his office and told me that Jim had been elected into the South Carolina Academy of Authors. I was asked to give a speech at the ceremony, which would be held at The Citadel.

The event came in March. Harriet was in the front row and I couldn’t look at her as I talked. I was too afraid to cry.

But I got through. I sat down. A bit later, Harriet stood up to accept the award for her beloved Jim. She was gracious—by the Light, far more gracious than I could ever be—and then she publicly asked me if I’d come take part in a panel with her and Brandon Sanderson, who’d just been tapped to finish The Wheel of Time.

It might’ve felt like magic—in that moment I thought I could fly—but magic isn’t real.

Later, after that panel, I went to dinner with Harriet and Brandon and Team Jordan. They asked me if I wanted to come and tour Jim’s office sometime.

His writing desk was there when I visited: a beautiful old rolltop, where he’d spent countless hours building a world. So was his library and his armory and so much else that he used in the effort. At one point I looked up to see a saber-toothed tiger skull staring down at me and realized I was literally standing in the middle of the Tanchico Museum.

But, I forcibly reminded myself, magic isn’t real.

Not long after that I was invited down again. The Estate was going to auction off many of the weapons in his armory to raise money for medical research. They wanted me to pick one first, and they left me alone in his office to decide.

I remember staring at his desk, wanting to sit down but too afraid to do so. I felt a sudden impulse to turn around, and when I did I found my hands reaching past far nicer-looking pieces to pick up an otherwise unremarkable katana leaning against the wall. I don’t know why. When I unsheathed it, I saw that it had a dragon etched into its sweeping blade.

I keep the sword in my campus office, and it was there, in later years, that one of my veteran students saw it. Turns out, he’d been deployed in Iraq when his father-in-law, an antiques dealer, had sold that very blade to Jim. He had pictures of the event.

Magic isn’t—

I wrote The Shards of Heaven, a trilogy of historical fantasy novels, and achieved that lifelong dream when Tor published them. And though they hardly achieved bestsellerdom, just seeing the books come out was more than I ever thought possible. It felt like a promise fulfilled, like the result of some secret wind pushing at my back.

I continued to give talks on Jim’s literary impact over the years. Out of love. Out of a feeling of gratitude. Not long ago, I was invited to a get-together with Team Jordan, and out of the blue Harriet stunned me by gifting me that saber-toothed tiger skull I’d seen in Jim’s office on that first visit.

Magic is—

Over this past summer, the administration here at The Citadel wrote me with the news that Harriet had donated Jim’s rolltop desk to the school. She’d asked only that it be used and not simply set in a corner.

Days after my eager agreement to have that desk moved into my office—the desk on which he wrote those books, the one I’d been too afraid to sit at before—Tor offered me a contract to write a book about the real world in The Wheel of Time.

Somehow, that kid who pedaled home through the New Mexican dirt with The Eye of the World in his backpack would write his own book about The Wheel of Time . . . at Jim’s own desk, beneath his dragon-marked sword and his tiger skull, looking out at a white tower amid peaceful trees in a city between two rivers.

Magic—

Is real.

It might’ve taken a bit for me to get the hint, Jim, but I don’t think I can deny it any longer. So thank you. For this. For everything. I promise I’ll do everything I can to make Origins of The Wheel of Time worthy of the Light of your memory.

The Wheel weaves as the Wheel wills.

I pray it weaves through me.

—Michael Livingston
The Citadel
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INTRODUCTION

Many books are liked. Far fewer are beloved. And only the rarest become something even greater: so deeply and passionately beloved that they transcend the pages between their covers and take on life within the lives of their readers. They inspire dedication.

James Joyce’s Ulysses belongs in this category. So do J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books.

And Robert Jordan’s Wheel of Time.

As I began writing this book, twins were born to a couple who met each other through their shared love of the Wheel of Time novels. Their children live—their love exists—because James Oliver Rigney, Jr., under the pen name Robert Jordan, wrote one of the bestselling and most beloved fantasy series in history.1 They’re just some of the many, many people I’ve met over the years who were brought together by the turning of the Wheel.

Ask any two of its millions of fans what they love about The Wheel of Time and you might hear a dozen answers: like our tastes in food, what we appreciate as readers is inevitably and irrevocably personal. But what they all share, in the end, is a love of the intricate world of stories that Jordan created: “Randland,” as they often call it.2

I can’t explain why people love The Wheel of Time any more than I can explain why I love cheeseburgers. What I can do is explain how Jordan created The Wheel of Time. At its core, that’s what this book is: a behind-the-scenes story of how Rigney became Jordan both in terms of his biography and his creation—the story of the maker and his making, since you can hardly have one without the other.

Characters within Randland frequently speak of their lives as threads that the Wheel of Time weaves into the Pattern of existence. For most people, this process is passively reactive: when their actions make unexpected changes, these are incorporated into a new design within the ever-evolving Pattern. Most people have, to use a term of our world today, free will.

But not everyone. For if everyone had free will, there would be no Pattern at all. The world would devolve into chaos. So for a rare few people, the Wheel must bend their lives—and most importantly the lives of those around them—in order to create the Pattern. In Randland, these people are called ta’veren.

In this sense, we can think of the Wheel of Time like the most masterful conductor. Among our many discordant tunes, her ear detects harmony, induces a rhythm, and from chaos makes ordered music. But managing that direction, creating that beat that holds it all together, means that someone—a strong drum in the back, perhaps—must move to the nodding of her baton.

If this is all sounding a bit like the Moirai—Greek mythology’s thread-cutting Fates—it’s for good reason. The Pattern, the threads, the Wheel . . . Jordan absolutely expected us to recognize real-world mythological parallels behind these ideas. He was actively using them. They were the roots of his story.

The roots, mind you. Not the restraints. The fantasy that bloomed atop them, so carefully tended by Jordan, went far beyond the myths and the legends that gave it rise. As we will learn, one of the keys to how Jordan did what he did—and perhaps a key to why it has appealed to so many people—is that he enmeshed our collective reality with his own personal faith, experience, and imagination. Between fate and free will, between chaos and order, he sought a balance of all. A wheel out of balance, after all, would be a wheel that spins awry.

That Jordan accomplished what he did—and his Wheel of Time has had the impact that it has—no doubt marks him as ta’veren in our own reality, but it’s important to say up front that he didn’t turn the Wheel alone.

There was, at the center of everything, his editor-turned-wife, Harriet McDougal. There were his friends and family. There were his key assistants, Maria Simons and Alan Romanczuk. There was his publisher, Tom Doherty. There was Brandon Sanderson, the man who took up the pen when Jordan could not. And there were, alongside so many others, Jordan’s millions of fans.

All of them play roles in what follows.
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This book has two parts.

The first part provides a look at who Jordan was, how he worked, and why he holds such an important place in modern literature. The central argument here is that Jordan is what I call an “American Tolkien”: that the best way to understand what he was doing in The Wheel of Time—and how he was doing it—is to understand what Tolkien had done in The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien threw down a gauntlet with that work, challenging other writers with what and how they could create. Many wrote fantasies after Tolkien. Many of them sold extremely well. None, I think, picked up that gauntlet quite the way Jordan did. There is nothing simple, nothing small, in his work. The Wheel of Time is the height of seriousness, a vision that cuts to the heart of our cultural, political, and religious worldviews in the way only a fantasy can: it is not in the mirror, after all, that we see the truth of ourselves; it is in the eyes of strangers in unfamiliar lands.

The second part of this book is a glossary that reveals the “real world” in The Wheel of Time. In some sense we’ve already started this process with recognizing the real-world mythology of the Moirai that’s partially behind Jordan’s concept of the Pattern. But we’ll see that this is only scratching the surface. The most central truth of Jordan’s fantasy is that it’s built out of a great many of our own myths and legends.

King Arthur is in The Wheel of Time. Merlin, too. But so are Alexander the Great and the Apollo space program. The Norse gods and Napoleon’s greatest victory.

It’s astonishing how much is in these books once you see what he was doing.

New readers continue to discover The Wheel of Time. You may be one of them. So it’s important I say this up front:

SPOILER ALERT

This book is Full Spoilers, folks. It would be impossible to discuss the materials from which Jordan crafted this series without addressing the full scope of the characters and events in The Wheel of Time (and even parts of Jordan’s other works, too). So I’m holding nothing back. If you go to the entry on the Last Battle, you’ll see that I spoil everything. Look up Rand al’Thor, and I give the whole game away.

In other words, if you haven’t finished the series yet and don’t want spoilers, you may want to wait to read this book until you’ve turned the last pages and closed the final volume, A Memory of Light. Yes, I know that means a few million words might stand between you and what I’ve got to say, but it’ll be worth it, I promise.

If you’re done or just don’t mind a few spoilers, though, read on and enjoy!
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So that’s what this book is.

Here’s what it’s not:

It is not, in any way, a replacement or even a rival for the two remarkable books already put out by Robert Jordan and the Rigney Estate: The Wheel of Time Companion (2015) and its predecessor, cowritten by Robert Jordan and Teresa Patterson, The World of Robert Jordan’s The Wheel of Time (1997). Those works are exclusively Randland focused. They provide “in-world” backstory to The Wheel of Time: the histories of characters and nations and so much else. This book is instead “out-world” focused: a guide to the real world within this fantasy creation.

To put it another way: If you want to know Graendal’s role in the death of another character, then the best place for answers is The Wheel of Time Companion. If, on the other hand, you want to know how Jordan built the murderous Graendal out of the monstrous Grendel in Beowulf, then this is the book for you.

NAMES AND NOTES IN THIS BOOK

Robert Jordan’s fans are extraordinary. Since 2009 they have been running an annual convention—JordanCon—devoted to his works and their love of fantasy literature. There are multiple websites devoted to the intricate parsing of the details of his world or the friendly interconnection of those who love it: Dragonmount, Theoryland, and the Thirteenth Depository are just a few of these sites that you’ll see cited within these pages. All are incredible resources, each of them paving a unique path to a more complete understanding of Randland long before I came along. I owe them all my thanks.

One result of this longtime, vibrant connection between the author and his fans is the feeling that they were, in some measure, family. This relationship came into sharp relief when Jordan became ill and passed away. In hope and prayer, in grief and mourning, the community was bound ever more tightly together. Jordan’s widow wasn’t “Mrs. Jordan” or “Mrs. Rigney.” She was, quite beautifully, “Harriet.” Jordan’s assistants were likewise known by their first names. So, too, was Brandon Sanderson when he became bound with the Jordan legacy.

Wonderful and heartwarming as this is, it has presented a slight problem for me. Traditional formatting would have me referring to Jordan’s incomparable assistant Maria Simons as “Simons,” but this isn’t at all how the core of fandom knows her. To them, she is simply “Maria.” And though it risks informality, I have followed the practice of the fans in these familiar naming traditions.

There is also the matter of how to refer to the author himself. Robert Jordan was one of several pseudonyms used by James Oliver Rigney, Jr., who was known to his friends and family as Jim. His fans, meanwhile, often referred to him as “Mr. Jordan” or “the Creator.” I have, as a matter of standard practice, opted to refer to him simply as “Jordan” throughout this book—even when referencing times before he himself took that name in print. While this wasn’t the name he’d have answered to for much of his life, it’s the name by which he was most famously known.

After Jordan’s death, Harriet gave most of his personal papers to the College of Charleston, which today keeps close watch over the materials within the special collections at Addlestone Library: the James Oliver Rigney, Jr., Papers (MSS 0197). I have made extensive use of this valuable archive, which I will refer to throughout simply as “the Rigney Papers.” I’m grateful to its custodians for making this trove available to my research, and I’m grateful to the Rigney Estate for their permission to quote so liberally from it.

One last thing: People often use the word myth to signal that a story is false . . . but this is itself a false notion. There is no value judgment in the word. Academically speaking, a mythology is simply a group of stories, collectively endorsed by an institution, that narrates an ideology for that institution. We tend to think of such stories as being cosmological (teaching how the universe works), and many certainly are. But they can also serve any number of other functions for an institution, from sociological (teaching how society works) to pedagogical (teaching valuable lessons) or even metaphysical (teaching a sense of wonder). Regardless of their function, the question of whether these stories are true or false is an entirely separate issue from the acknowledgment that they exist for a group of people and can be valued as such. There is little question that Jordan was devout in his personal faith, just as ancient Egyptians were devout in theirs, and just as you might be in yours. Each of these religions—Jordan’s and the Egyptians’ and yours if you have one—will in this book be referred to as mythologies. This shouldn’t be seen as an attempt to diminish or denigrate any of them.

Okay, this is really the last thing: Spoilers abound. Seriously. It’s so important I’m saying it twice. If you don’t want spoilers, turn back now.

You’ve been warned.
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THE WHEELWRIGHT:
THE LIFE OF ROBERT JORDAN

James Oliver Rigney, Jr.—the man who would become Robert Jordan—was born on October 17, 1948, in Charleston, South Carolina. It was, as he’d later point out, the Chinese Year of the Rat.1 He was the second of the three sons of James Oliver and Eva May Rigney (née Grooms) who regularly attended a downtown Baptist church. He was nevertheless born under the care of Catholics at an infirmary: “My mother believed the nuns gave better care than anyone else,” he recalled.2

His father had been in the Pacific in World War II, earning a Bronze Star for valor and a recommendation for a Silver Star, while working ground reconnaissance behind Japanese lines in places whose names would become synonymous with horror. Guadalcanal. Bougainville. Luzon. His son recalled the elder Rigney’s trauma with vivid awareness: “For years afterward he would sometimes wake up in the night, sweating, afraid that in his sleep, in his remembered dreams, he might have hurt the wife he loved.”3 Family was the center of his world. He was a police officer, but money was tight:


Police officers were very poorly paid in those days, and he was an honest man. He would not even accept the Christmas turkeys that everyone else thought were perfectly all right. Instead, to take care of his family, he worked another full-time job as a carpenter, and took house-painting jobs whenever and wherever he could find them. Later, when he worked for the South Carolina State Ports Authority, he would take every bit of overtime he could find, even if it meant that sometimes he came home with just enough time to bathe and eat and go right back to work. Whatever burden he had to carry, he carried; if the weight of it made his knees buckle, he never complained—he just got back up and carried it on, carried it as long as it was his to carry.4



Harriet later described her husband’s childhood circumstances as having been “real poor,”5 but Jordan himself seemed hesitant to paint such a bleak picture of his youth, perhaps due to his keen awareness that there were others who’d had to make do with far less than he’d had.6 Instead, he recalled his childhood, and especially his father, with clear love and respect:


As for my idol, that is my father, now deceased. He was a wonderful man, with a rich life. I’ll try to paint a small picture. He got his first car, a Model A, at the age of thirteen because he had the habit of hitching rides with bootleggers in the Tennessee mountains, and after he was in a wreck where the driver ran off and my father told the police who had been chasing them that he had been driving, his father decided to put an end to the hitching. He was a noted middleweight boxer in the 1930s, rising in the rankings, but stopped after he badly injured another man in the ring. He was a veteran of WWII who spent a lot of time behind the Japanese lines, a quiet, gentle man who taught me to rebuild automobile engines, to hunt and fish. He told stories over the campfire when we were out hunting or fishing, thus starting me on the road to storytelling myself. He never said a word about me stealing shotgun shells from his stock so a known bootlegger and poacher would take me into the woods with him. Well, I didn’t know about the poaching until later. But Junior knew more about the woods than anybody else I’ve ever met. My father was a poker shark with a photographic memory who allowed me to sit in for three hands whenever the weekly game was at our house, even when I was young enough to need to sit on three encyclopedias to be able to get my arms on the table. He staked me, he ate the losses, and we split any winnings I had. I did win one of those hands while sitting on stacked up Encyclopedia Americanas. He told my brothers and me that he had few requirements of us. Be honest. Keep your word always. Try to do better with your life than he had done with his. And whatever you decided to be, whether it was a college professor or an auto mechanic, be the best at it that you could manage to be. Yes, he was, and is, my idol.7



His mother, Jordan said, “was very beautiful. She looked like Ava Gardner’s sister—the prettier one. She was a housewife. The only job she ever had was in World War II when everyone was employed—she did something then in defense.”8

When he was four years old, Jordan taught himself to read with the incidental aid of his brother Ted, who was twelve years older and was often put in charge of “babysitting the brat.”


He wanted to keep my hands out of his goldfish bowl and his terrarium, and keep my hands off his balsa wood planes. And he found that if he read to me and moved his finger along the line, I would sit beside him and stare at the page.

Now he was not about to read children’s books: he was reading me fairly adult novels. I don’t know when I made the connection between the words he was saying and the symbols on the page. But one night my parents came home, he stuck the book back on the shelf, and I wanted more. So I pulled the book down and struggled through to the end. White Fang: that was the first book I ever read, if you want to call it reading. I did get a sense of the story.

When my brother found out that I could do this, he started to supply me with books because that would keep me quiet. When he got guilty about letting me take books off my parents’ shelves, he would bring me a book for a 10- or 12-year-old. My great-uncles also supplied me with books, so I had a great clutch of pre-World War I boys’ books.

I did think about writing when I was very little. But writers didn’t seem to make a living in the United States as writers. All sorts of fellows wrote books but they all had something else they did for the money. That’s the way it seemed. And those who did, lived in Cuba or the South of France or Italy. I might have been precocious but I wasn’t so sure about moving to Italy . . .9



By the time he was five, Jordan was tackling Mark Twain and Jules Verne on his own and had developed a love of books. Reading “was galvanizing,” he later said, “better than a movie. I could visualize all of it in my head.”10 He remained an avid reader for the rest of his life—his library held over fourteen thousand books when he died.

He attended a public elementary school starting at age six, and found himself quickly butting up against the restrictions on what was expected of his reading level and his own far more advanced position. His solution was to go to the public library, but he was forced to “sneak out of the children’s section to a reading room on the second floor,” where the books he actually wanted to read were to be found.11 Whenever he was denied his desired reading material, he would take to reading the encyclopedias in the reference section. By the time he was eight years old, biographer David Aiken explains, Jordan’s high intelligence and voracious appetite for information were beginning to cause him problems: “He had the knowledge of an eight-year-old, but the outlook and perception of someone in his twenties.” Teachers at school weren’t prepared to handle his questions as a result. Neither were the teachers in church: “I was one of the few kids I know of who was sometimes told to sit outside the Sunday School classroom.”12

Around this time, Jordan had to switch schools to one in a different part of town. And then, in the middle of it all, the household was further shaken when his mother suddenly took ill.


The added strain began when my mother had her first nervous breakdown, when I was eight. Those continued at regular intervals, necessitating her being hospitalized. I think that these two things—the fact that I was a precocious little monster in some ways, and that my mother had nervous breakdowns—in my case that was enough childhood stress to improve my chances as a writer, looking back at it rather coldly.13



Through it all, he had two constants in his life: books and sports. “I made it through Machiavelli’s The Prince by age twelve,” he said, “which may have begun to cure me of romantic illusions.”14 As for athletics, he played anything he could. As he got older, he particularly excelled in football: he was ultimately over six feet tall—every bit the part of the linebacker he played on the field.

When he was in high school his family moved to Johns Island, outside of Charleston. His new high school didn’t have a football team, or many of the other sports he enjoyed. But he did what he could:


By and large I found school boring. Most of the time I could do a solid B, B+, perhaps an A, without studying. And since I was an athlete, that was considered sterling! . . .

As for writing, I thought again about doing that, at 10 and 16 and 20. I said, “It would be a useless exercise. What am I supposed to write about? I haven’t seen enough of life, so anything I write is going to be empty.”15



After graduating from St. John’s High School in 1966, Jordan was recruited to play football at Clemson University and received a scholarship. He elected to major in electrical engineering, but the experience did not go well. The long-ahead-of-the-curve young man suddenly found himself unprepared for the moment:


I went to university and discovered that trying to carry a very heavy load in academic subjects and play football, I needed to know how to study. And that was something I had never learned how to do, so I floundered quite badly. At the end of a year at university I went into the army and went to Vietnam.16



VIETNAM

Rudderless, Jordan had volunteered for enlistment in the U.S. Army. And after basic training at Fort Jackson, he was off to war in May 1968 (see photo insert, page 1). He would spend two tours in Vietnam. Or, as he counted them, the next “two years, two months, and twenty-two days” of his life.17

Originally assigned to a clerical role, Jordan managed to get himself posted as a helicopter door gunner so he could be closer to where the action was, then advanced to crew chief: he served with the Sixty-Eighth Assault Helicopter Company, a.k.a. the Top Tigers, of the 145th Combat Aviation Battalion, Twelfth Aviation Group, First Aviation Brigade.


I’ve always been a military history buff. But when I was in Vietnam I wasn’t thinking history or strategy: I was thinking staying alive, and occasionally taking an R&R to Australia where I’d go to the beach and drink a lot of beer and try to meet a schoolteacher on vacation.

I sort of knew in a way what to expect because military service has always been a family tradition. All my brothers, my father and my uncles, my grandfather and my great-uncles went into the military—some enlisted, most as officers, some made careers, some did not. But you did your basic service and if there was any shooting going on, you went where the guns were.18



Just how much his war experience had affected his later makeup as a writer came up often in interviews, and Jordan was hesitant to admit to an intentional correlation between his writings and his experiences. His response to such questions most often fell along lines such as this, from an interview just two years before his death:


I’ve certainly used some things from Vietnam. I know what it is like to have someone trying to kill me. Me in particular. Not some random guy. Me. I know what it is like to kill someone. I know how the first time feels, and how that is different from the fifth, or the tenth. These things certainly went into the characters I’ve written. That wasn’t deliberate. Who you are is constructed in large part from what you have experienced and how you reacted to those experiences. Whatever you write is filtered through who you are. So the influence has to be there.19



Only once did he admit to an actual one-to-one correlation between his experience at war and his books. In the sixth novel of The Wheel of Time, the protagonist, Rand, memorizes the face of a young woman who’d died to protect him:


A Maiden was straightening Desora’s body; she had raised Desora’s veil. She reached to stop him when he touched that piece of black algode, then hesitated, looking at his face, and settled back on her haunches.

Lifting the veil, he memorized Desora’s face. She looked as if she were sleeping now. Desora, of the Musara sept of the Reyn Aiel. So many names. Liah, of the Cosaida Chareen, and Dailen, of the Nine Valleys Taardad, and Lamelle, of the Smoke Water Miagoma, and . . . So many. Sometimes he ran down that list name by name.20



It’s only a few sentences. A minute, perhaps two, in Rand’s life. But to readers familiar with trauma the passage was searing. Asked in 1994 whether the scene owed anything to his military experience, Jordan replied that it did:


I suppose, actually, that particular thing came from the only time I was really shaken in combat in shooting at somebody, or shooting at somebody. I had to, uh, I was shooting back at some people on a sampan and a woman came out and pulled up an AK-47, and I didn’t hesitate about shooting her. But that stuck with me. I was raised in a very old-fashioned sort of way. You don’t hurt women—you don’t do that. That’s the one thing that stuck with me for a long, long time.21



War is filled with such horrific events, no matter the side or the cause. This was one of many reasons that Jordan was particularly uncomfortable with the idea that he’d done anything heroic during his time in Vietnam, though he was ultimately decorated with a Distinguished Flying Cross with Oak Leaf Cluster, a Bronze Star with “V,” and two Vietnamese Crosses of Gallantry with Palm. Asked about how he’d earned these military honors, he was intrinsically self-effacing:


Everyone knows about one way of winning a medal. That is, to see something which needs to be done and to consciously do it at the risk of your life. I never did this. Relatively few people do, which is why we mark out those who do as heroes.

But at other times, you can realize that you are going to die in a very few minutes, except that if you do something incredibly stupid, you might just have a small chance of living. And against all reason, it works. Or you take a step without thinking, and then it’s too late to turn back, maybe because turning back is just as dangerous as going on, or even more dangerous, or maybe because you know that you will have to look in the shaving mirror, and that every time you do, you will remember that you turned back. So you keep going. Or perhaps it’s because you are with your friends, and you have to back their play, even if it’s crazy, because they’re your friends, because they’ve backed your play, even when it was crazy.

I was with a group of men who had a certain air about them, and if you didn’t have it when you joined them, you soon absorbed it. A plaque in our day room read: Anybody can dance with the Devil’s daughter, but we tell her old man to his face. At a time like that, in a place like that, you’re all young and crazy, and if you’ve been there long enough, you know you’re going to die. Not from old age; next month, next week, tomorrow. Now, maybe. It’s going to happen, so what does it matter? In the end, for most of us, the medals boiled down to managing not to die. If you’re alive when the higher-ups think you should be dead, it discombobulates their brains, so they hang a bit of something on you to balance things in their own heads. That’s how it happened for me. That is why I am not I repeat, not! a hero. I just managed to stay alive. And I even managed to get sane again. Reasonably sane, anyway.22



There were nevertheless hints of actions done. In 2002, commenting on mortality, Jordan said:


I was 19 when I realized I was going to die for sure. On my first tour in Vietnam, the helicopter I was in blew up and threw me into the jungle. I got up and ran back through the lines of an NVA ambush—I didn’t know it was there—I just knew the other chopper was in that direction.

This knowledge changes your view of the world. I think it gives you a certain maturity. Perhaps maturity is the knowledge that everything is going to change, that neither you nor anything you see is going to go on forever.23



Only toward the end of his years did more detailed stories about his service get out. While Jordan was fighting the illness that would eventually take his life, his close cousin, Wilson Grooms, took over the writing of Jordan’s blog, providing updates on the beloved author’s condition. In one exchange, he referenced a family story about Jordan shooting down a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) in flight.24 This prompted Jordan to tell the tale himself a few weeks later:


I think I need to put a few things straight about this whole shooting down an rpg in flight thing. First off, it definitely comes under do not try this at home even if you ARE an expert. Expert is defined as anyone who has tried it once and is still breathing. You see, there aren’t many reasons to try such a thing. But when looking right shows certain death coming hotfoot, and looking left shows a crack in the wall that you couldn’t scrape through [sic] one time in a million . . . one in ten million . . . you instinctively make a dive for the crack. Now I was very lucky. Very lucky. I just happened to be laying down suppression not very far from Mr. NVA when he took his shot, so I only has [sic] a small arc to cover. Just a quick shift of the wrist. Still, a lot of luck involved. When the pilot asked what happened, I just said an rpg went off prematurely. I figured he wouldn’t believe what happened. Even some guys who saw it all from other choppers didn’t believe. I heard a lot of “You know, it almost looked like you shot that thing out of the air” and “You were really lucky that thing went off prematurely. I never heard of that happening before.”

Now there’s the matter of actually seeing the rpg in flight. That came from being in the Zone. An RPG is a rocket propelled grenade, and it is fast, fast, fast. I’ve heard a lot of athletes and sportscasters talk about being in the Zone, but I think most of them simply mean they played their A-game. But they weren’t in the Zone, because in the Zone, you don’t make mistakes. None. I discovered this playing baseball and basketball and later football. You can’t always get there, certainly not at will, but when you do . . . What happens is that while you are moving at normal speed, everybody else, everything else, is moving in slow motion. Passes float like they were drifting through honey. You have all the time in the world to position yourself. And your vision improves, sharpens. The quarterback has carried out a perfect bootleg. Everybody thinks that fullback coming up the middle has the ball. But even if you didn’t catch the motion when the QB tucked the ball behind his leg, you spot that tiny sliver of ball that just barely shows, and you’re right there to meet him when he reaches the line. Maybe you drop him for a loss before he can get his pass off. In the Zone. That’s the only reason I could make this play.

On another note, I was riding an M-60 on a pintle mount, not a .50 cal. We only had a limited number of Ma-deuces, and we had to be careful not to let any IG inspectors see them because we weren’t authorized to have any at all. Don’t know whether I could have done it with a .50, frankly. A matter of just that much more weight to swing, that much more inertia to overcome. It was damned close even with a 60.25



Jordan’s time in the war was deeply traumatizing. He left changed. He referenced this himself in the same post, when he told a further story about the two nicknames he had in Vietnam:


First up was Ganesha, after the Hindu god called the Remover of Obstacles. He’s the one with the elephant head. That one stuck with me, but I gained another that I didn’t like so much. The Iceman. One day, we had what the Aussies called a bit of a brass-up. Just our ship alone, but we caught an NVA battalion crossing a river, and wonder of wonders, we got permission to fire before they finished. The gunner had a round explode in the chamber, jamming his 60, and the fool had left his barrel bag, with spares, back in the revetment. So while he was frantically rummaging under my seat for my barrel bag, it was over to me, young and crazy, standing on the skid, singing something by the Stones at the [top] of my lungs with the mike keyed so the others could listen in, and Lord, Lord, I rode that 60. 3000 rounds, an empty ammo box, and a smoking barrel that I had burned out because I didn’t want to take the time to change. We got ordered out right after I went dry, so the artillery could open up, and of course, the arty took credit for every body recovered, but we could count how many bodies were floating in the river when we pulled out. The next day in the orderly room an officer with a literary bent announced my entrance with “Behold, the Iceman cometh.” For those of you unfamiliar with Eugene O’Neil [sic], the Iceman was Death. I hated that name, but I couldn’t shake it. And, to tell you the truth, by that time maybe it fit. I have, or used to have, a photo of a young man sitting on a log eating C-rations with a pair of chopsticks. There are three dead NVA laid out in a line just beside him. He didn’t kill them. He didn’t choose to sit there because of the bodies. It was just the most convenient place to sit. The bodies don’t bother him. He doesn’t care. They’re just part of the landscape. The young man is glancing at the camera, and you know in one look that you aren’t going to take this guy home to meet your parents. Back in the world, you wouldn’t want him in your neighborhood, because he is cold, cold, cold. I strangled that SOB, drove a stake through his heart, and buried him face down under a crossroad outside Saigon before coming home, because I knew that guy wasn’t made to survive in a civilian environment. I think he’s gone. All of him. I hope so. I much prefer being remembered as Ganesha, the Remover of Obstacles.26



Jordan long had the intention to write a book looking back on his experiences. It was for this reason that he insisted on writing fiction under a pseudonym: only the story about his own life would appear under his own name. It would be a difficult undertaking, he admitted in a 1991 interview: “But the difficulty of approaching a book on Vietnam may prevent me from doing it. There are an awful lot of people who haven’t come to grips with the war, what it did to them, how it changed them.”27 By 1998, he was even less sure he’d be able to do it:


I don’t try to write about Vietnam; I thought I would, once, but now, I don’t believe I could make myself. But I know the confusion, uncertainty and outright ignorance of
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